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The Syntax of Double Object Constructions in Cantonese 
 
LAM Shi-Ching Olivia  
University of Oxford 
 
This paper first demonstrates that Cantonese as a language does not have an 
exceptional order of non-subject arguments in double object constructions; rather, the 
verb bei2 'give' in this language, and this verb only, does. It is the only exception to 
double object constructions in the language in two respects. First, it is the theme 
argument, but not the recipient argument, that immediately follows the verb 'give'. In 
other double object constructions, the recipient argument is the argument that is 
adjacent to the verb. Second, under the effect of weight, the arguments in a 
give-construction are the only ones that can switch positions such that the heavy NP is 
in final position in the phrase. Weight does not seem to matter in other double object 
constructions.  
 
The paper then shows, within the Lexical Functional Grammar framework, that the 
differences between a give-construction and other double object constructions in the 
language are constituent-structure differences. At argument-structure and 
functional-structure, ditransitive verbs behave in similar ways. They all require two 
arguments – a Theme and a Goal/Recipient.  
 
They also exhibit similarities in terms of f-structure phenomena such as relativization 
and question-formation. When it comes to relativization, the theme argument in a 
double object construction is relativized using the gap strategy, just as the theme 
argument in a monotransitive construction is relativized.  
 
The recipient argument, on the other hand, can only be relativized if there is a 
resumptive pronoun filling its canonical position. In terms of question-formation, 
either the theme argument or the recipient argument can be questioned. Possible 
analyses are proposed to capture these observations. These proposals may go in at least 
two directions. First, the peculiar c-structure properties of the verb bei2 can be 
lexically specified, in the lexical entry of the verb. Another possibility is to make use 
of VP rules which constrain the c-structure. A single VP rule with different constraints 
on the NP nodes, or two different VP rules for the verb bei2 and other ditransitive 
verbs respectively, can be written. All of these proposals are then evaluated, with the 
most plausible analysis selected.  
 
References: 
Alsina, Alex and Sam A. Mchombo. 1993. Object asymmetries and the Chichewa  
applicative construction. In Theoretical Aspects of Bantu Grammar. Sam A. 
Mchombo (ed). Stanford, CA: CSLI Publications. 17-45. 
Bresnan, Joan. 2001. Lexical-Functional Syntax. Oxford: Blackwells. 
Bresnan, Joan and Lioba Moshi. 1990. Object asymmetries in comparative Bantu  
syntax. Linguistic Inquiry, 21(2): 147-185. 
Dalrymple, Mary. 2001. Syntax and Semantics Vol. 34, Lexical Functional Grammar.  
San Diego, CA.: Academic Press. 
Falk, Yehuda. 2001. Lexical-functional grammar: an introduction to parallel  
constraint-based syntax. Stanford, CA.: CSLI Publications. 
Huang, Chu-Ren. 1993. Mandarin Chinese and the lexical mapping theory: a study of  
the interaction of morphology and argument changing. The Bulletn of the Institute  
of History and Philology, 62(2):337-388. 
Hudson, Richard. 1992. So-called 'double objects' and grammatical relations.  
Language, 68: 251-276. 
Keenan, Edward L. and Bernard Comrie. 1977. Noun phrase accessibility and  
Universal Grammar. Linguistic Inquiry, 8(1): 63-99. 
Matthews, Stephen and Virginia Yip. 1994. Cantonese: A Comprehensive Grammar.  
Routledge: London. 
 
 
